Introduction
There is continued interest in the career destinations of junior doctors in the United Kingdom. 1 Data have already been published on doctors who qualified in 1974, 1977, and 1983. 2 3 To understand career progression in a more recent cohort we undertook a survey of all doctors who qualified in the United Kingdom in 1988, and we compared their career progression with those who qualified in 1977 and 1983 . 2 We used capture-recapture analysis (see appendix) to give more precise estimates of loss from the NHS than have ever previously been made. 
Subjects and methods
Our methods are described elsewhere.
2 3 We identified doctors from lists of qualifiers from UK medical schools in 1988. We sent up to four reminder mailings to non-respondents, and we analysed career destinations as they were on 30 September 1995. Fourteen specialty groups were defined.
Since 1988 the Department of Health has kept a record of doctors working in the NHS in Great Britain. We used this record to supplement our data to estimate loss from the NHS in Great Britain. Doctors with honorary NHS contracts-notably those in university posts-were counted as being in the NHS. We compared 1988 qualifiers in 1995 with 1983 qualifiers in 1990, at the same time from qualification.
Results
In 1988, 3739 doctors qualified. We excluded six doctors who qualified but did not register and nine doctors for whom we had no recent address. Of the 3724 doctors who were sent questionnaires, eight had died and three declined to participate, leaving 3713 in the study. Of these, 2039 (54.9%) were men and 1674 (45.1%) were women. The overall response rate was 77.7% (n = 2885): 73.4% (n = 1497) of the men and 82.9% (n = 1388) of the women responded ( 2 = 47.3, df = 1, P < 0.001). There was a small increase over time in the percentage of male respondents outside medical employment, whether in the United Kingdom or abroad, seven years after qualification (table 1): 1.8% (27/1533) and 3.0% (45/1480) from the 1983 and 1988 cohorts respectively ( 2 = 4.7, df = 1, P = 0.03). The women showed no change: 8.3% (87/1044) and 8.6% (119/1383) from the 1983 and 1988 cohorts respectively ( 2 = 0.03, P = 0.87). Of 2532 respondents in medicine in the United Kingdom seven years after qualification (table 2), 971 (38.3%) were in general practice compared with 45.9% (1054/2296) of the 1983 cohort. More women than men were in general practice, psychiatry, paediatrics, and community health, and more men than women were in the surgical specialties and the hospital medical specialties (all P < 0.01 using 2 test (df = 1), In the hospital specialties, 20.0% (98/490) of women and 1.4% (9/628) of men were working on a flexible or part time basis whereas in general practice the corresponding fiures were 53% (276/522) and 11% (44/419).
Discussion
This is the first cohort since that of 1983 to be surveyed by us several years after qualifying. For 1983 and 1988 respondents, similar percentages were found for those working in medical practice, abroad, or in non-medical employment, and not in paid employment. We estimate that 16.9% (608/3593) of 1988 qualifiers from Great Britain in 1995 and 17.0% (624/3674) of 1983 qualifiers in 1990 were not working in the NHS in Great Britain. These similarities matter because we have not wanted to attach undue weight to data from the 1983 cohort alone. Important differences were apparent: 38.3% (971/ 2532) of 1988 respondents in UK medicine were working in general practice in 1995 compared with 46% (1054/2293) of 1983 respondents in 1990 and 44% (1068/2428) of 1977 respondents in 1984. Consequently, the percentage of respondents working in other specialties was generally higher. Allowing for this, compared with the 1983 qualifiers, recruitment was higher to paediatrics and accident and emergency 
Key messages
x This study reports the career progress to September 1995 of doctors who qualified in 1988
x Loss from the British NHS, at 16.9% (95% confidence interval, 16.1% to 17.8%), was no greater than among earlier qualifiers at the same time after qualification
x The proportion of doctors working in general practice (38%) was lower than in earlier cohorts studied
x In this generation of doctors, women in general practice now outnumber men
x Fifty three per cent of the women in general practice and 20% of the women in hospital specialties were working on a part time or flexible basis and lower to pathology than expected from the general increase in the hospital specialties. This cohort was surveyed for the first time several years into the qualifiers' medical careers. We are cautious about interpreting recalled career choices because they may be influenced by the passage of time. None the less, the decline in choice of general practice as a first career between 1983 and 1988 and between 1988 and 1993 suggests that interest in general practice among newly qualified doctors has fallen gradually.
We showed that, by 1995, the number of 1988 qualifiers who had left the NHS was no higher than that of 1983 qualifiers by 1990. However, there was a small but significant increase in the percentage of male doctors who were not in medical practice.
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